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“The most important study 0
| years...a landmark book.”

"LITZER

f the American Revolution to appear in over tvxfenty
— Pauline Maier, The New York Times Book Review
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Introduction

We Americans like to think of our revolution as not being radical; in-
deed, most of the time we consider it downright conservative. It cer-
tainly does not appear to resemble the revolutions of other nations in

which people were killed, property was destroyed, and everything was’

turned upside down. The American revolutionary leaders do not fit our
conventional image of revolutionaries—angry, passionate, reckless,
maybe even bloodthirsty for the sake of a cause. We can think of Robes-
pierre, Lenin, and Mao Zedong as revolutionaries, but not George
Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams. They seem too stuffy,
too solemn, too cautious, too much the gentlemen. We cannot quite
conceive of revolutionaries in powdered hair and knee breeches. The
American revolutionaries seem to belong in drawing rooms or legislative
halls, not in cellars jor in the streets. They made speeches, not bombs;
they wrote learned pamphlets, not manifestos. They were not abstract
theorists and they werée not social levelers. They did not kill one an-
other; they did not devour themselves. There was no reign of terror in
the American Revolution and no resultant dictator—no Cromwell, no
Bonaparte. The American Revolution does not seem to have the same
kinds of causes—the social wrongs, the class conflict, the impoverish-
ment, the grossly inequitable distributions of wealth—that presumably
lie behind other revolutions. There were no peasant uprisings, no jac-
queries, no burning of chiteaux, no storming of prisons.

. Of course, there have been many historians—Progressive or neo-
Progressive historians, as they have been called—who have sought, as
Hannah Arendt put it,. ‘““to interpret the American Revolution in the
light of the French Revolution,’”’ and to look for the same kinds of

internal violence, class conflict, and social deprivation that presumably
lay behind the French Revolution and other modern revolutions.' Since
the beginning of the twentieth century these Progressive historians have
formulated various social interpretations of the American Revolution
essentially designed to show that the Revolution, in Carl Becker’s fa-
mous words, was not only about ‘‘home rule’’ but also about ‘‘who was




